From the beginning-it was published separately, in 1936, as the last work in Collected Poems 1909 Poems -1935 Burnt Norton" has attracted commentators, most of them sympathetic and admiring, some dismayed, others plainly perplexed. Hugh Kenner has rightly pointed out Eliot's intended irony in "opposites falsely reconciled" (while unsuccessfully representing the repeated five-part scheme of the poems in Four Quartets); respectively, F.O. Matthiesson and Morris Weitz falsely attribute a desire for "timeless release" from "the flux" and posit "those moments that show, more than any other, the meeting of the Eternal and the temporal"; Dame Helen Gardner borrows from medieval commentary, including The Divine Comedy, which treats a literal, a moral, and a mystical meaning; more recently, Denis Donoghue, writing that the poem's success is "still disputed," supposes that "none of the critical procedures ... has been responsive to the kind of poetry we find in 'Burnt Norton' ."
1
The temptation is great-at least, I find it so-to try to refute each of these commentators on her or his grounds. It would, indeed, appear simple enough to do so, for each of the interpretations, and others besides, can be found manifestly deducible from the text itself. This is an argument made satirically by Jonathan Swift in A Tale of a Tub (1704).
2
Eliot says something similar about words and language in general.
Seven years elapsed between the publication of "Burnt Norton" and Four Quartets (1943) , in which it then appears as first in the volume. It is said that Eliot at first intended "Burnt Norton" to stand alone. However that be, "East Coker, " "The Dry Salvages, " and "Little Gidding, " when published along with it, show that, even if it can stand alone, it is far better to read it as part of the larger poem. If it does stand alone, "Burnt Norton" cannot move forward, not on its own, and alone. Compared with the other Quartets, this first poem lacks a kinetic quality; it seems, rather, to (want to) come to rest with and in pattern.
The fact is, of course, Four Quartets begins, in "Burnt Norton, " in speculation and moves toward end, with "Little Gidding, " in enactment. The last poem picks up themes and strategies and fulfills them. The first and last poems are bookends, and should be read together (along with "East Coker" and "The Dry Salvages"). As the dustjacket on the first British edition of Four Quartets suggests,
